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A  SECOND  PLEA  FOR  PUBLICITY 

IN      THE      OFFICE      OF 

COUNTY  TREASURER 


In  submitting  this  SECOND  PLEA  FOR  PUBLICITY  IN  THE 
OFFICE  OF  COUNTY  TREASURER  to  the  voters  of  Cook  County, 
the  Chicago  Bureau  of  Public  Efficiency  seeks  to  direct 
public  attention  to  an  important  issue  involved  in  the 
selection  of  the  County  Treasurer  and  the  members  of 
the  Board  of  Cook  County  Commissioners  to  be  chosen 
at  the  election  of  November  3  next. 

THE  FIRST  "PLEA  FOR  PUBLICITY." 

On  October  9,  1911,  the  Bureau  put  forth  a  statement 
entitled  "A  Plea  for  Publicity  in  the  Office  of  County 
Treasurer. ' '  This  original  * '  Plea  for  Publicity ' '  resulted 
directly  from  the  refusal  of  the  County  Treasurer  to  per- 
mit the  Bureau  to  conduct  an  investigation  for  the  pur- 
pose of  making  a  report  to  the  Judges  of  the  Circuit 
Court  upon  the  amount  of  help  needed  for  the  proper 
administration  of  his  office.  The  "Plea  for  Publicity" 
was  broader,  however,  than  the  immediate  issue  involved. 
It  called  attention  to  the  policy  of  secrecy  surrounding 
the  administration  of  the  office  and  demanded  full  pub- 
licity of  its  affairs,  as  is  shown  by  the  following  excerpts 
taken  from  that  report : 

"  Wholly  apart  from  the  need  for  access  to  the  books 
as  an  aid  in  fixing  the  number  of  employes,  the  books 
ought  to  be  regarded  as  public  documents,  open  to 
the  inspection  of  citizens,  under  reasonable  regula- 
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tions.  Public  business  should  be  carried  on  publicly. 
It  is  preposterous  for  an  official  like  the  County 
Treasurer,  handling  millions  of  dollars  of  public 
funds,  to  say  that  he  will  be  a  law  unto  himself,  and 
keep  important  transactions  of  his  office  secret.  It  is 
no  sufficient  answer  to  say  in  defense  of  the  policy  of 
secrecy,  as  Treasurer  O'Connell  does  say,  that  he  is 
responsible  to  his  bondsmen. 

' '  The  public  ought  to  be  able  to  find  out  in  what  de- 
positaries its  funds  are  kept,  the  interest  payments 
thereon,  and  other  conditions  surrounding  the  col- 
lection and  disbursements  of  money  that  are  now 
concealed  from  the  scrutiny  of  citizens. 

"Sound  public  policy  requires  that  the  books  and 
records  of  the  office  of  County  Treasurer  be  opened 
to  public  inspection  to  such  extent  as  may  be  neces- 
sary to  enable  taxpayers  to  understand  how  public 
business  is  conducted  and  how  public  funds  are  han- 
dled. *  *  * 

"The  present  head  of  the  office  is  not  responsible, 
of  course,  for  usages  and  abuses  of  long  standing. 
But  in  deliberately  seeking  to  thwart  the  spirit  of  the 
times  that  cajls  for  improvement  in  administrative 
practices,  and  especially  in  trying  to  keep  the  public 
in  darkness  as  to  how  the  office  is  managed,  the  pres- 
ent County  Treasurer  is  pursuing  a  course  that  is 
manifestly  reprehensible  and  that  ought  to  bring 
down  upon  him  the  condemnation  of  public  opinion 
in  this  community. ' ' 

PUBLIC  BUSINESS  SHOULD  BE  CARRIED  ON  PUBLICLY. 

In  November,  1911,  immediately  following  the  issuance 
of  the  original  "Plea  for  Publicity,"  the  Bureau  decided 
to  undertake  an  investigation  of  the  Treasurer's  records 
and  accounts  for  the  purpose  of  ascertaining,  if  possible, 
how  the  public  funds  in  that  office  were  being  handled  and 
whether  or  not  the  interest  thereon  was  being  accounted 
for.  The  report  of  the  Bureau  issued  in  November,  1913, 
entitled  "The  Office  of  County  Treasurer — An  Inquiry 
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into  the  Administration  of  its  Finances  with  Special  Ref- 
erence to  the  Question  of  Interest  on  Public  Funds, ' '  was 
based  upon  the  investigation  then  undertaken. 

The  decision  to  make  such  an  investigation  was  prompt- 
ed in  part  by  the  fact  that  on  several  occasions  previous 
to  that  time  Treasurer  0  'Connell  had  denied  the  right  of 
taxpayers  and  citizens  to  inspect  the  books  and  records  of 
his  office,  and  had  stated  to  officials  of  the  Bureau  that  he 
would  not  permit  an  examination  of  his  books  of  account, 
especially  his  ledger  accounts,  because  such  an  examina- 
tion might  disclose  information  which  he  did  not  wish  to 
become  public. 

The  Trustees  of  the  Bureau  took  the  position  that  pub- 
lic business — especially  the  public  business  of  an  official 
like  the  County  Treasurer,  who  is  entrusted  with  the  col- 
lection and  custody  of  public  funds — should  be  carried  on 
publicly.  They  were  of  the  opinion,  moreover,  that  the 
Treasurer  was  legally  obliged  to  open  his  books  and  rec- 
ords to  the  inspection  of  citizens  and  taxpayers  under 
reasonable  conditions.  Acting  on  this  latter  assumption, 
four  of  the  Trustees  of  the  Bureau  went  in  person  to  the 
office  of  the  Treasurer,  and,  as'  citizens  and  taxpayers, 
made  a  formal  demand  upon  Mr.  0 'Connell  for  permis- 
sion to  examine  his  books.  When  this  demand  was  made, 
Mr.  0 'Connell  receded  from  his  former  position  to  the 
extent  of  saying  that  the  ''public"  records  of  the  office 
might  be  inspected. 
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NO  RECORDS  OF  BANK  DEPOSITS  OR  INTEREST  EARNINGS. 

Such  records  as  were  placed  at  the  disposal  of  the  ac- 
countants of  the  Bureau  in  response  to  the  formal  demand 
of  the  Trustees  were  only  a  portion  of  the  records  of  the 
office.  Later  the  Bureau  accountants  discovered  certain 
supplemental  records  and  became  acquainted  with  the 
nature  of  their  contents,  but  were  not  allowed  to  draw  off 
any  detailed  data  from  them  on  the  ground  that  they 
were  not  "public"  records. 

Neither  the  records  placed  at  the  disposal  of  the  ac- 
countants of  the  Bureau  nor  the  supplemental  records 
subsequently  discovered  contained  any  entries  showing 
the  Treasurer's  accounts  with  the  banks  or  interest  earn- 
ings on  bank  deposits.  In  fact,  although  he  has  since 
made  certain  interest  payments  to  the  County,  which  ob- 
viously must  have  been  computed  from  some  record,  Mr. 
O'Connell,  in  November,  1911,  stated  to  the  Trustees  of 
the  Bureau  that  he  kept  no  books  or  records  showing 
either  his  deposits  with  the  banks  or  the  interest  earn- 
ings on  such  deposits. 

After  being  denied  an  opportunity  to  obtain  from  the 
Treasurer's  records  definite  data  concerning  the  actual 
cash  transactions  of  his  office,  the  Bureau  accountants,  at 
great  labor  and  expense,  were  able  to  approximate  closely, 
from  data  which  were  available,  the  daily  cash  balances 
of  the  Treasurer  for  the  fiscal  year  1911 — from  Decem- 
ber 5,  1910,  to  December  4,  1911.  On  the  basis  of  those 
balances — at  2£  per  cent,  the  rate  paid  by  the  banks  on 
funds  deposited  by  the  City  of  Chicago — the  County 
should  have  received  $281,526.18  as  interest  upon  funds 
in  the  hands  of  the  County  Treasurer  for  the  fiscal  year 
1911.  The  amount  actually  paid  over  by  the  County 
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Treasurer  was  $150,557.39,  or  $130,968.79  less  than  the 
amount  which  the  Bureau  conservatively  estimates  should 
have  been  received  and  turned  over. 

OVER  $500.000  IN  INTEREST  LOST  TO  PUBLIC. 

The  Treasurer  in  1912,  and  again  in  1913,  tendered  to 
the  County  Board  a  somewhat  larger  amount  of  interest 
than  was  paid  over  in  1911.  There  appears  to  be  no  rea- 
son, however,  for  estimating  the  excess  which  the  County 
should  have  received  in  those  years  to  be  less  than  it  was 
in  1911.  On  the  basis  of  the  1911  figures,  for  a  four  year 
term  of  County  Treasurer,  the  amount  of  interest  which 
the  County  should  receive,  in  addition  to  the  amount 
actually  turned  over,  would  be  considerably  more  than 
$500,000. 

The  County  Treasurer  turned  over  to  the  County  as  in- 
terest for  1911  the  sum  of  $150,557.39,  less  $5,400 
arbitrarily  deducted  for  " attorneys'  fees."  There  was 
no  inquiry  or  accounting  by  the  County  Board  to  ascer- 
tain if  this  was  all  the  interest  earned.  The  Board,  in  ac- 
cepting the  lump  sum,  passed  a  resolution  discharging 
the  Treasurer  from  any  and  all  claims  which  might  ac- 
crue "by  reason  of  the  payment  or  non-payment  of  said 
interest  or  earnings  upon  said  moneys,  as  aforesaid, 
whether  accruing  to  said  Cook  County  or  to  any  other 
municipal  corporation. ' ' 

In  January,  1913,  the  present  County  Treasurer  ten- 
dered to  the  County  Board  $162,212.53  as  interest  earned 
on  various  funds  held  by  him  for  the  fiscal  year  ending 
December  2,  1912.  He  wanted  a  waiver  resolution  and 
expected  the  Board  to  accept  the  lump  sum  offered  with- 
out an  accounting.  The  Finance  Committee,  as  then 
constituted,  took  a  different  view  of  the  matter.  It  of- 
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fered  to  take  the  money  and  to  guarantee  the  Treasurer 
against  harm  on  account  of  suit  or  claim  by  any  other  mu- 
nicipality for  money  paid  to  the  County.  It  insisted, 
however,  upon  this  proviso :  '  *  That  this  resolution  shall 
in  no  wise  affect  any  claim,  aside  from  said  sum  of  $162,- 
212.53,  which  the  said  County  of  Cook  may  have  against 
the  said  William  L.  O'Connell  for  any  interest  that  may 
have  come  into  his  hands  on  funds  held  by  him  as  County 
Treasurer  or  ex-officio  collector."  It  was  explicitly 
stated,  too,  that  the  right  of  the  Board  to  audit  the  books, 
records  and  accounts  of  the  Treasurer  was  not  waived. 

The  presentation  of  this  resolution,  the  adoption  of 
which  was  prevented  by  the  Treasurer's  friends  on  the 
Board,  precipitated  the  conflict  between  the  eight  Com- 
missioners constituting  the  majority  of  the  Board  on  one 
side,  and  the  seven  Commissioners  constituting  the  mi- 
nority on  the  other.  The  minority  Commissioners  have 
fought  consistently  to  force  the  Treasurer  to  an  account- 
ing for  interest  earned  and  otherwise  to  open  his  office 
to  public  inspection.  The  eight  Commissioners  on  the 
other  side  have  fought  as  consistently  to  save  the  Treas- 
urer from  an  accounting  and  otherwise  to  uphold  the 
policy  of  secrecy  in  the  management  of  the  office. 

RIGHT  TO  EXAMINE  BOOKS  DENIED. 

As  matters  stand,  therefore,  the  County  Treasurer  de- 
nies, not  only  to  representatives  of  citizen  organizations 
but  to  the  County  Board  as  well,  the  right  to  examine  and 
audit  his  accounts  or  to  understand  the  financial  opera- 
tions of  his  office.  It  is  preposterous  that  the  eight  Com- 
missioners constituting  the  majority  of  the  County  Board 
should  uphold  the  Treasurer  in  this  position. 

After  much  delay,  and  when  he  found  it  impossible  to 
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secure  from  the  County  Board  the  kind  of  resolution  he 
desired,  the  County  Treasurer  paid  over  the  $162,212.53 
as  interest  earned  on  funds  in  his  possession  during  the 
fiscal  year  1912.  Subsequent  lump  sum  payments  have 
been  made  in  the  same  manner  without  accounting  to  show 
whether  or  not  the  sums  paid  represented  all  the  interest 
earned. 

In  its  report  of  November,  1913,  on  the  Office  of  County 
Treasurer,  in  which  the  facts  were  recited  relating  to  the 
question  of  interest  on  funds  in  the  hands  of  the  County 
Treasurer,  the  Bureau  recommended  to  the  County 
Board : 

"1.  That  it  demand  from  Treasurer  O'Connell  a 
full  and  complete  accounting  in  the  matter  of  inter- 
est on  bank  deposits  and  of  all  other  fees,  perquisites, 
and  emoluments  of  his  office,  and 

' '  2.  That  in  case  of  his  failure  to  make  such  an  ac- 
counting, the  Board  institute  legal  proceedings,  not 
only  to  compel  him  to  render  an  account,  but  to  re- 
cover such  interest  or  other  fees,  perquisites  or 
emoluments,  if  any,  as  he  may  have  failed  to  pay  over 
to  Cook  County." 

The  County  Treasurer  has  failed  to  account  for  inter- 
est on  bank  deposits.  He  has  declined  to  allow  either  cit- 
izens or  the  County  Board  to  know  the  financial  transac- 
tions of  his  office.  Despite  the  vigorous  efforts  to  that 
end  of  the  seven  Commissioners  constituting  the  minor- 
ity of  the  County  Board,  the  eight  Commissioners  con- 
stituting the  majority  of  the  Board  have  stood  in  the  way 
of  action  to  compel  an  accounting. 
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THE  ISSUE  NOW  UP  TO  THE  VOTERS. 

The  issue  is  up  to  the  voters  of  Cook  County,  upon 
whom  devolves  the  duty  of  choosing  County  Treasurer 
and  County  Commissioners.  It  is  public  money  furnished 
by  taxpayers  that  is  handled  by  the  County  Treasurer. 
The  way  to  secure  publicity  in  the  office  of  County  Treas- 
urer is  for  the  people  to  insist  that  the  candidates  elected 
as  Treasurer  and  as  County  Commissioners  shall  be 
pledged  to  publicity  in  the  management  of  public  busi- 
ness, and  shall  be  men  of  such  character  as  to  justify 
public  confidence  that  they  will  keep  their  pledges. 

The  Chicago  Bureau  of  Public  Efficiency  does  not  in- 
dorse or  condemn  candidates  for  public  office.  Nor  does 
it  pledge  candidates  for  office  to  particular  policies.  It 
merely  presents  this  statement  in  the  hope  that  it  may 
help  to  inform  the  public  and  assist  in  focussing  atten- 
tion upon  the  issue  at  stake. 

CHICAGO  BUREAU  OF  PUBLIC  EFFICIENCY, 
HARRIS  S.  KEELER, 

Director. 
July  9, 1914. 
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CHICAGO      BUREAU 

OP 

PUBLIC  EFFICIENCY 

Purposes  as  Stated  in  the 
Plan  of  Organization 

(1)  To  scrutinize  the  systems  of  accounting  in 
the  eight  local  governments  of  Chicago. 

(2)  To  examine  the  methods  of  purchasing 
materials  and  supplies  and  letting  and  executing 
construction  contracts  in  these  bodies. 

(3)  To  examine  the  payrolls  of  these  local 
governing  bodies  with  a  view  of  determining  the 
efficiency  of  such  expenditures. 

(4)  To  make  constructive  suggestions  for  im- 
provements in  the  directions  indicated  under  1,  2 
and  3,  and  to  co-operate  with  public  officials  in 
the  installation  of  these  improved  methods. 

(5)  To  furnish  the  public  with  exact  informa- 
tion regarding  public  revenues  and  expenditures, 
and  thereby  promote  efficiency  and  economy  in 
the  public  service. 
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